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ABSTRACT 

A Multivariate Test of the Spiral of Silence Hypothesis 

Charles T. Salmon and Kurt Neuwirth 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 

The intent of this paper is to examine factors that, conceptually or 
empirically, have been advanced as influsntial in determining individuals' 
willingness to express opinions publicly. Drawing on previous writings on the 
"climate of opinion" and "spiral of silence" phenomena described by Elizabeth 
Noelle-Neumann and several of her critics, the authors investigate the 
relationship between opinion expression and: individuals' perceptions of the 
"dominant" opinion both nationally and locally; demographic factors; prior 
attitudes and behavior; and level of involvement. Whereas several of these 
variables have been found, through simple bivariate relationships, to be 
significantly related to opinion expression, they generally have not been 
tested using simultaneous controls. Through the use of multiple regression, 
Che authors find limited support for the original "spiral of silence" 
hypothesis and offer an elaborated model of predictors of opinion expression. 
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A MULTIVARIATE TEST OF THE SPIRAL OF SILENCE HYPOTHESIS 

Since Elizabeth Noelle-Neumann's seminal writings on the concepts of 
"climate of opinion" and "spiral of silence" in the early 1970s, (e.g., 
Noelle-Neumann, 1973, 1974), several researchers have attempted to either 
replicate portions cf her findings or critique her conceptual and 
methodological approach. The writings of Noelle-Neumann have generated so 
much controversy that the ratio of critiques to original data articles 
approaches unity (e.g., critiques include those by Katz, 1982; Salmon & Kline, 
1983; Donsba>:h and Stevenson, 1984; Merton, 1985; Glynn & McLeod, 1985; 
McLeod, 1986. Original data articles, other than those by Noelle-Neumann 
mentioned above, include those by Glynn and McLeod, 1982a, 1982b; Taylor, 
1982 r Neuwirth & Sanchez, 1984; Andreasen and Thompson, 1985; Bergen, 1986; 
Webb and Wybrow, 1986; Noelle-Neumann, 1977, 1979, 1981). 

This unusual circumstance has proffered an unusually fertile set of 
hypotheses, rival explanations and recommendations for additional relevant 
variables that warrant testing. The present article draws on all of Noelle- 
Neumann's work in English and several of the noteworthy critiques to describe 
the first of several studies in a program of research on the spiral of 
silence. In particular, this paper uses a hierarchical regression approach to 
assess the relative influence of respondents' perceptions of majority opinion 
on their own willingness to express an opinion publicly. In so doing, the 
paper examines the contribution of other possible influences on one's 
willingness to express an opinion publicly: (1) perceptions of majority 
opinion versus actual majority opinion status; (2) demographic differences; 
(3) issue involvement; and (4) issue knowledge. Secondly, the paper attempts 
to clarify and recc.icile various points of contention among Noelle-Neumann and 
her critics. 
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The Noalle-Neuman ■> Model 

Elizcbeth Noelle-Neuinann'a conceptualizatior of public opinion is based 
upon the work of the Geroa.i sociologist Tonnies, who considered public opinion 
a form of social control, the imposition of sanctions on individuals who 
violate social ncrics (Noelle-Neumann, 1973, 1977). From this theoretical 
base, Noeile-Heumann has developed a model that integrates research on media 
effects, content analyses of media portrayals of opinion, and longitudinal 
public opinion polling datfi. 

The mass media, Noelle-Neumann argufis, are ubiquitous and consonant; 
they are ubiquitous because of their proliferation in contemporary Western 
society, and consonant because media content reflects the homogeneity of 
shared values and conventions of professional communicators. Due to this 
ubiquity and consonance, the medic, structure an information environment, a 
pseudo-environment in the terminology of Walter Lippmann, that envelopes 
individuals in society. Individuals, by means of a "quasi-statistical organ," 
sense the ciimane of opinion created, in large part, by mass media portrayals. 
The mavs media, Noelle-Neumann contends, tend to be more liberal than the 
general populace; this liberality is uniformly portrayed by consonant mass 
media c mtent. Thus, the media act as agents of social change by presenting 
one opinion as dominant or desirable and an opposing opinion as declining or 
undesirable. If individuals sense that the opinion they hold is the dominant 
one, or expected to be dominant in the near future, they will be "illing to 
express their opinion publicly. If, on the other hand, they sense that their 
opinion is in the minority, or on the decline, the individuals will remain 
silent. Over time, "the tendency of the one to speak up and the other to be 
silent starts off a spiraling process which increasingly establishes one 
opinion as the prevailing one" (Noelle-Neumann, 1974, 44). In this 
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eventuality, supporters of an unpopular opinion are reduced to a few 
"hardcores." i.e.. individuals who are willing to defy the popular sentiment. 

To Noelle-Neumann, public opinion is simply opinion that can be made 
public without the fear of isolation or sanction. This notion is based upon 
the research of Solomon Asch who demonstrated that certain individuals will 
defer to judgments of others in certain ambiguous social situations. Noelle- 
Neumann has generalized findings from small-group research to formulate 
hypotheses about macro-level societal processes. 
Perception of Opinion Climates and 
Willingness to Speak Out 

Critics of this model, while recognizing its significance for theories of 
the relationship between media and social change, have questioned a number of 
conclusions and findings pertaining to the model. For example, Noelle-Neumann 
argues that it is one's perception of whether one is in the majority or 
minority that determines one's willingness to speak out in public. Yet as 
Salmon and Kline (1983) observe, Noelle-Neumann consistently analyzes data in 
terms of individuals' actual congruence with majority or minority opinion. In 
only one example among literally dozens of data tables in various articles and 
books published in English does No ;lle-Neumann compare perceived opinion 
congruence with actual opinion congruence, and in that case the hypothesis is 
not entirely supported. The use of actual opinion incongruence~as defined 
statistically by a researcher—is irrelevant if the respondent does not 
perceive that his or her opinion is incongruent with the majority opinion. 
Thus one point that needs to be addressed in a proper analysis of the climate 
of opinion phenomenon is a comparison between perceived and actual opinion 
congruence and resulting willingness to express an opinion publicly. 
Demographic Predictors of Willingness to Speak 

A second issue that has been raised in critiques of Noelle-Neumann's work 
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is an alternative explanation for the willingness to speak out in public. In 
her 1974 article, Noelle-Neumann demonstrated that different demographic 
groups differed in their willingness to express opinions in general: "Men, 
younger persons, and the middle and upper classes are generally the most 
likely to speak out, and these differences hold for all other findings. I 
shall, therefore examine the survey results without further breakdowns into 
these demographic subgroups" (Noelle-Neumann, 1974). This finding is 
consistent with the observation by Tichenor, Donohue and Olien (1970) that 
certain population segments tend to be differentially positioned within a 
system in terms of their ability to gain access to and control the channels of 
communication . 

Because willingness to speak out has been demonstrated, by Noelle- 
Neumann, to be a function of demographic differences, these variables must be 
controlled for when testing the central hypothesis that it is perceptions of 
majority opinion— not demograpics—that actually determine one's willingness 
to speak out (Giynn & McLeod, 1985). No such multivariate test has ever been 
conducted using general population data, nor has there been a replication of 
these bivariate relationships between selected demographics and willingness to 
speak out. 

Involvement and Willingness to Speak Out 

A third major issue raised in critiques of this model is the advancement 
of an alternative hypothesis to the the spiral of silence phenomenon, one that 
posits that certain cognitive, affective, behavioral and/or motivational 
variables, such as issue-knowledge, affect, previous behavior or issue- 
involvement, are more significant predictors of willingness to speak out than 
are perceptual variables pertaining to the climate of opinion. The lack of 
knowledge about some issue, for example, may inhibit an individual from 
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expressing an opinion in public. Using this explanation, the spiral of 
silence phenomenon would occur among individuals who feared appearing 
ignorant—rather than in the minority—when expressing an opinion publicly 
(Neuwirth and Sanchez, 1984). 

One's previous behavior, it can be argued, also can influence one's 
subsequent participation in behaviors relating to the same issue. That is, 
behavioral commitment reinforces opinion and may increase the likelihood of 
further public expressions of opinion. Commitment, in this sense, is a 
logical outgrowth of level of involvement, i.e., the degree to which an issue 
or object is particularly salient for a particular individual. Involvement is 
a concept that has been demonstrated to be central in predicting individuals' 
motivation to seek (a behavioral outcome) and systematically process (a 
cognitive outcome) information (Salmon, 1986). The application in this case 
is that a high level issue-involvement motivates an individual to speak cat on 
an issue of great personal relevance; conversely, a low level of involvement 
means that a person is insufficiently motivated to express an opinion on an 
issue. Thus the positive concept of personal relevance rather than the 
negative concept of fear of isolation may be the mechanism fueling expression. 

While each individual concept may be influential in determining one's 
willingness to express an opinion publicly, it is likely that these cognitive, 
affective and conative factors mentioned above are likely to covary and thus 
need to be subjected to a multivariate test (Chaffee and Roser, 1986). 
Perceptions of Different Groups 
and Willingness to Speak Out 

Finally, a question has been raised regarding the lack of consideration 
of reference or primary group ties in mediating the effects of the media in 
creating a climate of opinion. In fact, Noelle-Neumann's model has been 
referred to as a "i:,ass society" argument (Katz, 1982). In contrast, critics 
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have speculated, for example, that perceptions of the dominant opinion of some 
vague, amorphous mass society may be less compelling than perceptions of the 
dominant opinion of one's actual community or neighborhood (Glynn & McLeod, 
1985; Glynn, 1983). If fear of isolation is indeed the mechanism through 
which certain opinion is expressed while other opinion is not, then fear 
should be most acute in a setting in which the probability of face-to-face 
contact with a hostile majority is maximized. Since an individual encounters 
fellow community residents on a much more frequent and regular basis than 
residents of the larger society, one might suspect that an individual would be 
more susceptible to the influence of the more immediate surroundings than to 
the national system. 

Hypotheses 

Based upon the above discussion, the working hypotheses are: (1) 
consistent with Noelle-Neumann 's conceptualiz ,tion of the process, perceived 
opinion congruence is significantly related to one's willingness to express a 
controversial opinion publicly; (2) demographic subgroups differ in their 
inherent willingness to speak out, and that males, those with higher levels of 
education and younger individuals will show the greatest tendency to publicly 
voice an opinion, in general; (3) greater knowledge, affect, involvement and 
behavioral commitment associated with an issue will result in increased 
willingness to speak out; and (4) perceptions of majority opinion in the local 
community will be stronger predictors of willingness to speak out than will be 
perceptions of majority opinion in the nation as a whole. In addition to the 
testing of these hypotheses, analysis using multiple regression will be used 
to assess the relative contribution of all of the above factors in predicting 
willingness to speak out. 
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Methodology 

Telephone interviews were conducted with 432 residents of Madison. 
Wisconsin, in the Spring of 1986. An initial directory-based systematic 
sample of telephone numbers was drawn from the Madison telephone directory to 
ensure representativeness in terms of working telephone exchanges and banks. 
This sample of numbers was subsequently adapted via the "plus-one" procedure 
to permit the inclusion of households with voluntarily and involuntarily 
listed telephone numbers. Respondents within households were selected by 
means of a male/female quota system. 

The community in which the study was conducted, Madison, is a university 
town and political center; as such, it ir* characterized by a a 
disproportionately high number of higher-educated white-collar workers. In 
addition, the city is widely viewed as having a distinct political 
orientation, i.e., as being more politically liberal than much of the rest of 
the state. These structural characteristics are important considerations in 
attempts to generalize findings from this study to other social systems. 

Respondents were asked a series of standardized items tapping opinions on 
the issue of abortion. The topic of abortion was selected because it meets 
Noelle-Neumann's criteria that an issue have a moral component and be 
controversial within a social system (Noelle-Neumann, 1985). In addition, the 
issva has been used in two previous studies of the spiralling phenomenon, 
i.e., those by Bergen (1986) and Donsbach and Stevenson (1984). The actual 
items were derived from a Harris study commissioned by Planned Parenthood in 
September, 1985, and from the work of Coombs and Welch (1982). Every effort 
was made to maintain the exact wording used in these previous studies of 
opinion on abortion to facilitate comparisons with other data sets. The 
respondent's issue position was assessed by the question, "Do you personally 
favor or oppose a constitutional amendment to ban abortions?". 



O 10 

ERIC 



To tap more fully respondents' opinions on the issue of abortion, nine 
items from Coombs and Welch (1982) were factor analyzed using an oblique 
rotation. These nine items were concerned with the following circumstances under which 
abortion ought to ba available for a woman: if the child would be unwanted; 
if the mother would have to go on welfare; if the woman's physical health 
would be endangered; if the woman's mental health would be endangered; if the 
future life of the woman might be seriously disrupted; if the child would be 
deformed; if the pregnancy resulted from rape or incest; or if the woman's 
life would be in danger from the pregnancy. Three factors emerged from the 
factor analysis: "social circumstances," "physical health," and 
"extraordinary circumstances." Factor scores were calculated and used in 
subsequent analysis. The first two factors were positively correlated. The 
third factor was negatively correlated with the first two. 

Perceived opinion congruence was measured at two levels of analysis. 
First, respondents were asked, "Do you think most people in the city of 
Madison favor or oppose a constitutional amendment to ban abortiois?". Ne^c, 
they were asked, "Do you think most people in the United States favor or 
oppose a constitutional amendment, to ban abortions?". Perceived trend of 
future opinion was assessed by asking respondents whether they thought 
abortions would ever be banned again in the United States, or whether they 
will continue to be legal. 

Traditionally, willingness to speak out is assessed, in Noelle-Neumann's 
studies of the phenomenon, by asking respondents about their willingness to 
speak about an issue to a stranger on a train during a six-hour train journey. 
Because this situation is not as commonplace in the United States as in West 
Germany, two different operationalizations of this variable were employed. 
First, respondents were asked: "Suppose a TV reporter with a camera and a 
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microphone were interviewing people on the street about whether there should 
be a constitutional amendment to ban abortion. The interview would be shown 
on a local TV station. Would you be willing to give your opinion on a 
• onstitutional amendment to ban abortions, or wouldn't you?". This measure 
was derived from the work of Donsbach and Stevenson (1984). Next, respondents 
were asked: "Suppose you're sitting next to stranger on a bus or airplane who 
disagrees with you on the issue of a constitutional amendment to ban 
abortions. Would you be willing to enter into a discussion with this person, 
or wouldn't you?". In both cases, the situations can be interpreted as having 
both threatening and non-threatening consequences. In the first instance, 
respondents are confronted by an impartial questioner, but the respondent's 
opinion may be seen and heard by literally hundreds of fellow townspeople. In 
the second instance, respondents are confronted by a partial questioner who 
can supply immediate and negative feedback, but the reach of the opinion 
expression is very limited. 

Personal issue-involvement was gauged by asking respondents how concerned 
they were about thy issue cf abortion and how strongly they held their opinion 
on the issue. Perceived issue-involvement was indexed by the respondent's 
perception of how concerned most residents of Madison and, in a -.Gparate item, 
most residents of the United States were about the issue. 

Personal knowledge about abortion was represented by two items: knowing 
a person who had had an abortion and the respondent's closen-ss to that 
person. Issue actor knowledge was formed by summing three items: knowledge 
of the organizations. Planned Parenthood and Right to Life, and a self- 
reported knowledge measure on the issue of abortion. 

Previous behavior toward the abortion issue was measured by asking 
respondents whether had contributed any mo , to an organization either 
supporting or opposing abortion. 
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Perception of Majority Opinion 

The core ot Noelle-Neuraann's hypothesis is that persons with issue 
positions congruent with their perception of majority opinion will be more 
likely to dxpress their opinion publicly than will persons with an incongruent 
alignment between their opinion and perception of majority opinion. As can be 
seen in Table 2, the data provide limited support for this contention. First 
of all, the most striking finding is the lack of any clearcut distinction 
between individuals who perceive themselves in the minority and those who 
perceive themselves in the majority .^.n terms of willingness to express an 
opinion. A majority of respondents—regardless of whether they perceive 
themselves as in the majority or minority — say they are willing to express 
their opinion on the issue. It is hardly a situation in which only a handful 
of "hardcores" holding the minority position are willing to speak out whereas 
the vast majority of those holding the majority opinion will speak out. Since 
a majority of both groups are willing to speak out, the "silencing" effect is 
virtually non-existant. This pattern holds regardless of whether the referent 
majority opinion is at the national or community level. 

In one case, however, the Noelle-Neumann model is supported; individuals 
who themselves favor a ban on abortion and who believe that abortion will 
indeed be banned in the future are more likely to express their opinion to a 
stranger than are those individuals who believe that their opinion will not 
prevail (see Table 2). This lends some support to the dynamic version of 
Noelle-Neumann 's hypothesis, i.e., that perceptions of future trends may be a 
better predictor of willingness to speak out than assessment of the current 
climate of opinion. 

The second striking result in Table 2 is the lack of support for the 
hypothesis that perceptions of the climate of opinion in the local community 
would be more important than perceptions of the climate of opinion in some 



EKLC 



14 



vast, amorphous public constituting society. Because, as mentioned above, 
differences in willingness to speak out do not differ according to majority or 
minority issue positions, it is difficult to test this hypothesis regarding 
local/national climates of opinion. But the only case in which patterns of 
responses are consistent with Noelle-Neumarn's model is when respondents' 
willingness to speak to a stranger (rather than a TV reporter) is analyzed in 
terms of their perception of the national (rather than the local) climate of 
opinion. And while this pattern is consi.-^tent with the model, the differences 
are not statistically significant. 

In reconciling this finding with data from Noelle-Neumann, there is one 
obvious explanation. The nature of the issue, abortion, may affect the 
ability of the climate of opinion to suppress opinion expression. In one 
other spiral-of-silence study employing the issue of abortion (Donsbach and 
Stevenson, 1984), a similar phenomenon occurred—a majority of both the 
"winning" and "losing" factions expressed willingness to give an opinion 
publicly. The interpretation of Donsbach and Stevenson, however, was that the 
notion of a spiral of silence phenomenon was substantiated because a "larger" 
majority of those in the winning faction were more likely to speak out than 
the "smaller" majority in the losing faction. The interpretation in this 
paper is that when a majority of the members of the losing faction are still 
willing to speak out, it does not reprosent "silence." 

In any case, the issue of abortion may be so consuming and socially ' 
significant that trepidation about expressing one's opinion in public may be 
overwhelmed by one's sense of obligation or involvement regarding the issue. 
The evidence clearly supports the contention that if such a spiralling process 
occurs, it is issue-specific as well an contingent upon the mode of expression 
invoked. 
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Attitudes, Involvement and Behavior 

There appears to be little relationship between attitudes about the 
circumstances justifying abortion and expression of opinion. As Table 3 
shows, the sole exception is the inverse relationship between not accepting 
social circumstances for abortion (e.g., the child would not be wanted or the 
mother would have to go on welfare) and willingness to speak to a TV reporter. 

Personal involvement, however, consistently is correlated with 
willingness to express one's opinion—regardless of the form of that 
expression. The same finding occurs for behavioral commitment, i.e., having 
donated money. Perceived involvement is significantly correlated with 
willingness to express an opinion for the situation of speaking with a 
stranger. 

Issue-actor knowledge similarly is significantly correlated with 
willingness to express an opinion, whereas self-reported knowledge about the 
issue is significantly correlated only with willingness to speak to a TV 
reporter. 

Thus, cognitive, motivational, and behavioral variables are also 
significantly related to willingness to express one's opinions, variables that 
have not been considered in prior formal tests of the spiral of silence 
hypothesis. 

A_ Multivariate Test 

Given that opinion expression is a function of demographics, cognitions, 
involvement, prior attitudes and involvement, the real question that ought to 
be considered in a test of the spiral of silence hypothesis is whether 
perceptions of being in the minority can account for any further variance 
beyond that explained by the above variables. 

To answer this question, hierarchical regression was used to assess the 
relative impact of variables in the study for the sample as a whole as well as 
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congruency again emerges as a significant predictor of willingness to speak to 
a stranger, as do the variables gender (males more likely than females), and 
perceived issue involvement. 

Because of the small sample size, analysis of the "favor ban" subgroup 
is severely limited. The only significant predictors of opinion expression 
that emerge within this subgroup are attitudes toward the circumstances 
juctifying abortion. Personal involvement is not a significant predictor of 
•expression among members of this group as it had been for the other groups. A 
possible explanation for this is that supporters of a constitutional ban on 
abortion are inherently highly involved in the issue, thereby minimizing the 
amount of variance in involvement within the group. 

Summary 

Based upon these data, support for Noelle-Neumann's model of opinion 
expression is mixed. On one hand, the data indicate that, contrary to Noelle- 
Neurai^nn's line of reasoning, it is possible to have a majority of members of a 
"losing" or minority subgroup be willing to publicly express an unpopular 
opinion. Other factors — most notably issue involvement — may interrupt the 
spiralling process and induce members of a minority faction to risk censure by 
the majority. Issue involvement emerged as a consistently significant 
predictor of willingness to speak out in various bivariate and multivariate 
analyses. 

On the other hand, there is evidence that individuals are, in certain 
situations, influenced by their perceptions of majority opinion. This 
influence appears to be greatest when a respondent is placed in the scenario 
of speaking to a stranger who holds an opposing viewpoint. The influence of 
the climate of opinion in the residents' community appears to be less 
compelling than the perceived climate of opinion in society as a whole. There 
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are several explanations for this finding. First, the failure to find that 
perceived opinion congruency with local opinion had an impact on a person's 
willingness to speak out suggests that it may be necessary to specify the 
perceived domain of discourse that a particular issue evokes. Thus, the 
perceived political unit or level at which an issue can be resolved may 
determine the appropriate level at which majority opinion will matter to a 
respondent. If an issue is local in scope, then perhaps local opinion 
congruency may be more important. 

A second possible explanation for this finding is that fear of isolation 
may not be the actual mechanism determining respondents' opinion expression. 
As stated before, one presumably fears isolation from individuals with whom 
one interacts. If national opinion is evaluated as more important than local 
opinion, then an alternative explanation might involve some type of positive 
"bandwagon" theory rather than Noelle-Neumann's notion of negative sanctions. 
In order to evaluate the relative impact of different influences 0:1 
expression, however, longitudinal data are needed to assess actual shifts in 
the perceived climate of opinion. 

One clear finding that emerges from this paper is that Noelle-Neumann's 
model, as presently stated, needs further elaboration to account for the 
myriad of influences on respondents' willingness to express opinions publicly. 
Synthesizing the findings of this paper with those of previous researchers, 
one can safely conclude that opinion expression is a function of: the 
situation in which an individual is supposed to express his or her opinion; 
the type or nature of the issue on which the opinion is to be expressed; 
demographic and psychographic characteristics of the individual; perceptions 
of majority opinion of an amorphous national public or society; and the 
salience of opinions of other groups, e.g., society as a whole versus one's 
community. Subsequent studies should se°k to incorporate these varied 
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conditions into an integrated model that goes beyond examining fear of 
isolation in isolation. 
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FOOTNOTES 



A three factor solution using principal components and obl'ique 
rotation was used in analysis. The pattern matrix and factor 
correlation matrix is given below. 

Factors 

Item 

Child would be unwanted. 
Mother would go on welfare. 
Future lj.fe of teen would 

be disrupted. 
Pregnancy endangers woman's 

physical health. 
Pregnancy would endanger 

woman's life. 
Pregnancy endangers woman's 

mental health. 
High probablity child would 

be deformed/retarded. 
Pregnancy result of 

rape/incest. 

Percent of total variance 



I 


II 


III 




-.04 


-.09 




.03 


.07 


.61 


-.01 


- .40 


.02 




.04 


-.10 


.88 


-.12 






-.04 


.18 


.02 


-.24 


-.09 


.0? 


-.22 


55-7% 


16.3% 


7.6% 



Factor Correlation Matrix 

Factor I Factor II Factor III 

Factor I 

Factor II .33 

Factor III -.53 -.51 
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TABLE 3 



CORRELATIONS OF ABORTION ATTITUDES, INVOLVEMENT AND KNOWLEDGE 

WITH OPINION EXPRESSION 



Abortion Attitudes 
social circumstances 
physical health 



Involvement 

personal involvement 
perceived involvement 



Knowledge 

personal knowledge 
issue actor knowledge 
n = 436 



Entries are Pearson Correlation Coefficients. 

* p < .05 
** p < .01 
*** p < ,001 
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